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Abstract 
	  
QUEEN OF THE UNDERWORLD: 






Advisor: Professor Shifra Sharlin 
 
Sophie Lyons was a nineteenth-century American pickpocket, blackmailer, con-woman, 
and bank robber. She was raised in New York City’s underworld, by Jewish immigrant parents 
who were criminals that trained their children to pick pockets and shoplift. “Pretty Sophie” 
possessed a rare combination of skill at thievery, intellect, guts and beauty and became the 
woman Herbert Ashbury described in Gangs of New York as, "the most notorious confidence 
woman America has ever produced." Newspapers around the world chronicled Sophie’s exploits 
for more than sixty years, because her life read like a novel. Her mentor was another forgotten 
woman who held a position of power in the underworld, Fredericka Marm’ Mandelbaum, a 
Jewish immigrant who became New York’s millionaire “Queen of Fences.” Sophie was married 
to some of the most notorious burglars in America, escaped from Sing Sing Prison with one of 
her husbands, wore elaborate disguises, used her sex appeal to steal from wealthy men, invested 
a fortune in real estate and gave it away.    
Today Sophie is forgotten, but for a few lines in criminal history narratives. This thesis 
comprised the first five chapters of a forthcoming biography of Sophie Lyons and examined how 
she was a creation of the economic and social realities of nineteenth-century New York and the 
effects of industrialization, immigration, capitalism, poverty and innovation, which were 
beginning to transform America. This thesis was also written to restore Sophie to her rightful 
place in criminal history, as a woman who excelled in a man’s profession, achieved power and 
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found a voice that enabled her to challenge society’s conventions of womanhood, motherhood 
and sexuality. Ultimately, she was a resilient and conflicted woman, who always longed for the 
acceptance of legitimate society and overcame tremendous obstacles to reinvent herself as a 
philanthropist and advocate for those who had no voice, women, children, African-Americans 
and prisoners.  
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Introduction 
 
I haven’t a great many years to live and I am worth half a million dollars. I want 
to make amends as far as possible for what I have done in the past. I have lived a 
straight life for 25 years, and have accumulated much property by legitimate 
means. But there is something that I crave more than money. Do you know what 
that is? It is the respect of good people. Maybe I can get some of this by showing 
that I am not all bad and that I am sincere in my efforts to help others.  
– Sophie Lyons in her 1913 autobiography, Why Crime Does Not Pay! 1 
 
Sophie Lyons was a nineteenth-century American criminal. A police chief referred to her 
as, “a thief from the cradle,” because at age eight she was trained to be a pickpocket by her 
Jewish immigrant parents, (Jake, a fence and Mary, a shoplifter) and raised at the center of the 
underworld of New York City. She said about her childhood, “I didn’t know it was wrong to 
steal, no one ever taught me that.” Sophie never went to school and could not read or write until 
she was twenty-five. Her nickname was “Pretty Sophie” as a child, but her childhood was 
anything but charmed. She suffered at the hands of her Fagin-like parents, who beat, kicked and 
burned her with fire irons so she would steal enough pocketbooks every day. Newspapers 
reported that Sophie, her parents, brothers and sister simultaneously occupied The Tombs jail in 
Manhattan, all for separate crimes. As a permanent denizen of the Rogues’ Gallery, she went by 
dozens of aliases and was monitored by the Pinkerton Detective Agency most of her life. In her 
teenage years Sophie joined the “sisterhood” of criminals mentored by Marm’ Mandelbaum, the 
“Queen of Fences.” The cohort included, shoplifter and con artist Black Lena Kleinschmidt and 
Little Annie Reilly, a con woman who would pose as a child’s nurse and then rob the family’s 
valuables. Marm’ was an Austrian-Jewish immigrant, and a self-made millionaire, who ruled an 
empire in stolen goods. Marm’ once said, referring to one of Black Lena’s scams that, “it takes 
brains to be a real lady.” Marm’ liked “the company of women who engaged in work besides 
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keeping house and the respect and affection that she expressed for her ‘sisterhood’ of ‘female 
crooks, … [showed that] she was a woman who judged intelligence in a woman as an important 
quality to be used wisely and profitably … she expected excellence and desired camaraderie with 
men and women alike.” Marm’s influence was pivotal to Sophie’s later success. It was Marm’ 
who taught her to exploit her beauty and sex appeal to con fervent and gullible men out of 
money.2 
Sophie was a friend, colleague, lover or wife to the most notorious professional criminals 
in her day. She married three bank robbers: Ned Lyons, described as “one of the greatest bank 
robbers ever known in America,” expert bank burglar “Albany Jim” Brady, and bank 
robber/jewel thief “Billy the Kid” Burke. Sophie and Ned escaped from Sing Sing prison 
together in 1872. It was only the second “double-header” break out of a female in the forty-four-
year-old prison’s history and the only case of a husband and wife escaping together. In his 1925 
classic The Gangs of New York, Herbert Ashbury describes Sophie as "the most notorious 
confidence woman America has ever produced." Her contemporaries described her as a 
captivating beauty, with watery gray eyes and coils of black hair that “flowed to her feet.” She 
used her beauty and extraordinary skill at thievery and swindling to become one of the most 
famous professional criminals in the world. 3 
A master of reinvention, Sophie was at various times in her career, a pickpocket, 
blackmailer, con-woman, bank sneak, wealthy landowner, lecturer, author, philanthropist and 
reformer.  Well into her sixth decade, she was still plying her criminal craft, but she wisely 
invested her proceeds in Detroit real estate, and retired with a fortune. The grand dame outlived 
all four of her husbands, and most of her illustrious criminal associates, many of whom died in 
poverty. By her fifties she had announced that she was reformed, however, she was still arrested 
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multiple times for shoplifting, bank robbery and for carrying burglar’s tools.  
With good reason, members of law enforcement, and reporters who followed Sophie’s 
career, doubted her transformation from criminal to reformer. Throughout her life, she was “the 
other”: a female criminal, a woman who flouted gender roles, a Jew, an immigrant. This 
otherness combined with the remarkable events of her life, made her a tantalizing subject for 
newspapers and magazines throughout America, and around the world, which chronicled her 
escapades for sixty years at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth 
century. A play based on her life was produced in 1890.4 In 1912, she wrote a series of articles 
about her life, which was syndicated in newspapers worldwide. She wrote a popular 
autobiography in 1913, Why Crime Does Not Pay!, although it is now an overlooked criminal 
narrative.  
This thesis comprises the first several chapters of a biography of Sophie Lyons called, 
Queen of the Underworld. Part of this thesis is about the cultural history of the time and place in 
which she lived, and an analysis of what made Sophie a product of her time, of industrialization, 
immigration, urban life and gender expectations in America. Other parts of this work will be 
written in narrative nonfiction form, to immerse readers into the early years of Sophie’s 
fascinating life and daring crimes, and inside criminal and immigrant life in New York City by 
gaslight. I argue that Sophie deserves a prominent place in criminal history, and that Sophie’s 
biography would give us a window into many themes of urban life including: immigration, 
poverty, income inequality, gender expectations, women in power in the underworld, the rise of 
professional criminals in America and the opportunities this created for women entrepreneurs, 
criminal narratives in the progressive era, criminal reform and the children of criminals.  Her life 
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story is also important because women need to read about women’s lives, especially those 
women who chose to lead atypical lives, in which they had power and a voice.  
It is difficult to attempt to chronicle the truth about any life, especially the life of one who 
is a swindler by profession. In a style similar to the autobiographies of other nineteenth-century 
professional criminals, according to Papke, Sophie’s autobiography is repentant and remorseful, 
but also rambunctious and boastful.5 Most of her book consists of descriptions of other criminals’ 
lives and crimes. She’s clearly proud of her and her colleagues’ professionalism. At the same 
time, she reminds us that her success is an anomaly, and that most of her talented and eminent 
criminal colleagues died young, penniless and alone. When Sophie describes her own life and 
crimes, she sometimes leaves out or alters details. The facts in this thesis have been pieced 
together using her autobiography, and public records such as immigration records, court records, 
and census records. I also rely on quotes and interviews in many newspaper articles and many 
books written by contemporaries and law enforcement officials. The narrative portions of this 
thesis were woven together using the above sources, in conjunction with information gleaned 
from articles, books and magazines about the details of daily life, along with news and events in 
nineteenth-century New York City. 
The innovative schemes and heists of the self-proclaimed “Queen of the Underworld,” 
were well documented. Dressed in silks and lace, she assumed an aristocratic air in order to 
mingle with wealthy patrons in hotels, at the theater and opera. A detective credited Sophie, alias 
Madame de Varney, with inventing the false-bottomed steamer trunk, so that she could smuggle 
home the jewelry she’d pinched from her acquaintances in European high society. She also 
reportedly originated a hollow heeled shoe. Sophie learned early in her career of crime that just 
as she could ply other tools of larceny, like a shoplifter’s bag sewn into her skirt, her beauty was 
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a tool she could employ to her advantage. As the decoy for a bank sneak crew, she flirted with 
the male cashier while her team snuck behind the counter and grabbed the cash box or bundle 
bonds. One of Sophie’s favorite scams was to entice wealthy lawyers and bankers to her hotel 
room with the promise of sex. She would have the men disrobe and then quickly lock their 
clothes in a trunk. The humiliated patsy would pay her a thousand-dollar ransom for the return of 
his clothes and to avoid the histrionic scene she threatened to unleash.6  
Salacious details of her life and love affairs were recounted in newspapers, and must have 
been especially shocking to readers because she was a woman. In 1880, one of her lovers shot 
one of her husbands, when the latter got out of prison determined to kill his wife’s paramour. 
Sophie was not governed by society’s rules that said women must be pious and pure. When she 
was on trial for blackmailing a Boston lawyer in 1880, she unashamedly acted the role of a 
repentant “soiled dove,” to play upon the sympathy of the court and the public. In a newspaper 
interview Sophie lied and said that she and the lawyer had slept together many times and that he 
frequently rewarded her with money, “if a woman is weak enough to submit to a man I think she 
has a perfect right to accept money from him if he is willing to give it to her.” Seven out of the 
twelve jurors voted to acquit her. Since the jurors could not agree on a verdict, Sophie was 
acquitted.7 
Sophie flouted society’s conventions of womanhood and motherhood at a time when 
women had only recently received the right to custody of their own children and control of their 
own paychecks. Before New York State passed the Earnings Act in 1860, women were “wage 
slaves” and had no right to control their own earnings or property and no right to custody of their 
children. In order to achieve the ideal of “true womanhood,” women were required to live 
according to the Victorian virtues of domesticity, piety, submissiveness and purity. The primary 
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occupation for women was wife and mother, and most wives did not work outside of the home. 
The legitimate career opportunities outside of marriage for women just after the Civil War were 
limited, especially for immigrant women. Many were domestic servants, needle workers and 
some were prostitutes. A criminal woman’s life was even more tenuous, because her husband 
would undoubtedly end up in jail, leaving her to fend for herself and her children. So it was in 
her interest to maintain her criminal skills and connections. Sophie’s children were the collateral 
damage of her life of crime. She scarcely mothered them, and shipped them off to schools so that 
she could continue her illicit work unburdened by the needs of a family. When she was 
incarcerated and could not pay her children’s board, they would end up in orphanages, 
poorhouses or as indentured servants to the schools where she had dumped them off. Sophie 
believed, however, that sending her children away would shield them from her life in crime and 
provide them a much better childhood than her abusive parents had given her. She had very 
public rows with two of her children: one of them died in prison and the other was an organ 
grinder on the street. Sophie’s husbands were equally bad parents to the children, but purity and 
domesticity were a burden borne by the women of the family, thus her husbands were never 
assailed in the press for poor parenting, as she was. Jackson and Mannix state in their study, 
Giving voice to the burden of blame: A feminist study of mothers’ experiences of mother blaming, 
“Many women carry the burden of societal (and professional) disapproval, either because they do 
not fit society’s idealized view of motherhood or because they behave in ways that are not 
considered appropriate for mothers.” Sophie did not behave in ways that were appropriate for 
mothers or for women, but she was driven more by a need for power as an entrepreneur outlaw, 
and to have a voice, than by any desire to live a conventional life.8 
Her story intersects with the growth of industrialization in American cities, and the wave 
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of immigrants that flooded in as labor to feed the furnace of a booming capitalist economy. A 
cohort of professional criminals arose in cities after the Civil War. Instead of being churned into 
the labor pool, these criminals found a way to pilfer the profits from banks, railroads, department 
stores and jewelry stores. Professional criminals modeled themselves after upper class, well-
dressed business professionals. They developed specialized skills and knowledge pertaining to 
their craft and believed that “wealth was the primary measure of success.” The criminal 
underworld offered women like Sophie entrepreneurial opportunities to succeed, where the 
legitimate business world did not because it “provided a relatively egalitarian environment for 
potential wealth and power,” where professional women criminals were primarily judged the 
same way men were, by their skill, cunning and guts. Marm’ Mandelbaum, Sophie’s mentor, was 
a six-foot-tall, two-hundred and fifty pound criminal mastermind who planned the $6 million 
robbery of the Manhattan Savings Bank in 1878. Marm’ wore silk dresses and kid gloves, and 
threw extravagant balls attended by the aristocracy of the criminal world, defense lawyers, 
crooked police and politicians. Sophie frequently worked with all male crews and her fellow 
thieves considered her the consummate professional.9 
Despite her skill and success in the underworld, Sophie claimed that she wanted to live a 
decent, respectable life. She said that, “the police hounded her, and would not let her lead an 
honest life, as she wished to do.” The science of criminology was young in the nineteenth 
century and criminologists were captivated with the question of heredity versus environment as 
the origin of criminality. Criminologists were also tackling a question that contemporary 
American society still struggles with, whether criminals could be reformed, or should simply be 
punished and removed from society. Sophie was considered a criminal by heredity and seemed 
an unlikely candidate for reform. Some reports by law enforcement stated that her criminal 
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ancestry could be traced back for generations. Police and newspaper reports stated that Sophie 
was addicted to morphine in the 1880s and 1890s. She was known in Detroit under the alias 
Harriet Smith the “Morphine Maniac” or the “Morphine Eater.” She continued to get arrested for 
shoplifting and robbery through the early 1900s, even though her Detroit real estate empire gave 
her more than enough income. Despite the crooked cops, judges and prosecutors she bought off, 
she still served years of her life in jail or prison cells.10 
Although law enforcement balked at her declarations of rehabilitation, at sixty-six, 
Sophie began to use her fortune to help reform other criminals. Her 1913 autobiography, “Why 
Crime Does Not Pay,” tells of her adventures and heartbreak, hoping to especially warn women 
who would follow in her footsteps, that a life of crime could only end in poverty and death. The 
book was also her vehicle to greater fame and wealth. She donated tens of thousands of dollars to 
social causes during her lifetime and bequeathed half of her $225,000 fortune ($3 million in 2014 
dollars) to establish aid for the children of criminals.11 
Sophie Lyons was a celebrity in her day. She survived a childhood of violence and 
exploitation and became the most notorious female criminal of her time. Her history was as 
conflicted as the history of the city that helped shape her. An examination and documentation of 
her life can help a contemporary audience understand the history of nineteenth-century New 
York. Sophie’s story is ultimately one of reinvention; it is about a girl who learned to be the best 
in order to survive in the criminal underbelly, and a woman who tried to do the right thing in the 
end.
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Chapter 1.  Castle Garden 
 
In the damp chill of an evening tide, Sophie Van Elkan shivered close to her brothers and 
sister, on the deck of the Von Stein as it left the port of Bremen, Germany, in November of 1855. 
They waited with two hundred and six other passengers for their names to be called, and then 
headed down to the steerage deck to claim their beds for the long voyage to New York.1 
The bunks, made of splintery second-hand wood planks, were six feet long, and three feet 
wide. There was just enough room in a bed for Sophie, eight, and sister Karoline, fourteen, to 
share with five-year-old Marcus, and for Simon, eleven, to bunk with Gerhardt, ten. With three 
feet of space between the two tiers of bunks, they could barely sit upright on the beds. The 
pitching ship and piles of trunks, boxes, bags, and sacks, made the walk through the passage 
between rows of beds from the front to the back of the ship hazardous. Families on the steerage 
deck lived beside single men and women, which sometimes led to sexual improprieties or 
assaults aboard the ships.2 
Sophie’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. No lights were permitted on the steerage deck, for 
fear of fires. The damp bedding, the creaking ship and the wailing of seasick babies and children, 
made it difficult for her to sleep. Most of the passage was spent seasick and surrounded by 
disease.3 
Ship fever (typhus), cholera and smallpox were frequent stowaways on immigrant ships. 
The stale cabin air mixed with the odors of the bilge water of the compartment below. The odors 
of vomit, ship diarrhea, unwashed bodies, and rotting provisions filled each fetid inhalation. 
Heavy storms added another two weeks to the passengers’ six-week voyage of misery. The Van 
Elkan children traveled without their parents nearby to ease the suffering.4 
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The siblings were headed for a reunion in New York City with their thirty-five-year-old 
father, Jacob, a Danish, Jewish merchant, and their sister, thirteen-month-old Mary. Baby Mary 
likely survived her trip to New York, seven months earlier, on breadcrumbs or cereal soaked in 
water or broth, since no adult, female Van Elkan came over with her. It is possible the children’s 
mother died during or soon after giving birth to Mary, since no record of her has been found. 
There is also no record of why the Van Elkans came to America. They may have made the 
journey for the same reasons that most immigrants did, to escape poverty or religious 
persecution.5 
On the final day of the voyage, at 1p.m. on Christmas Eve, twenty miles southeast of 
Sandy Hook, N.Y., the terrified passengers were tossed around the cabin when another ship, the 
Regales, crashed into the Von Stein. Sophie and her fellow pilgrims clung to one another and 
some screamed, while they watched through the portholes as parts of the Von Stein’s bulwarks 
and masts fell into the sea.6 
Just one year earlier, also near Sandy Hook, the ship New Era had run aground on the 
outer bar of the channel to the Port of New York. The steerage deck became a coffin, when the 
ship turned broadside. As the waves surged over the ship, suffocating the poor souls, people on 
the shore heard their “harrowing and pitiful” screams for help. Two hundred passengers drowned. 
Fortunately for the Von Stein passengers, the steamtug Leviathan was able to tow the ship to the 
quarantine station, six miles below New York, where she dropped anchor that same night. 7 
At the quarantine station, health officers boarded the ship. They brusquely inspected 
Sophie’s tongue and eyes, and made her remove her hat so they could look at her skin and scalp, 
for signs of disease or fungus. The officers questioned Sophie and scrutinized her speech and 
behavior for indications of mental disease or deficiency. Then they asked her about any illness 
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she had observed during the voyage, for any evidence that one of her fellow passengers was 
diseased. When every passenger was either cleared to go to New York, or singled-out to be sent 
to the Marine Hospital on Staten Island, the Von Stein left the quarantine station, and then 
anchored near their destination. Sophie climbed onto a barge with her siblings and stood with 
their baggage. As a steamboat pulled the barge into the harbor, she deeply inhaled the December 
breeze, which made her eyes tear, as she saw Castle Garden, New York’s new “Emigrant 
Depot.”8  
Castle Garden, formerly known as Castle Clinton, was a fortification designed to keep 
out foreign invaders – the British – in 1812. It was renamed Castle Garden in the 1820s and 
became an entertainment center that hosted the first exhibitions of many inventions like the 
telegraph machine and the Colt rifle. P.T. Barnum paid Swedish opera singer Jenny Lind one 
thousand dollars a night to make her American debut at the Garden in 1850. “Spanish Dancer” 
Lola Montez brought her scandalously famous “Tarantula Dance” to the Garden for her 
American premiere in 1851. On August 3, 1855, just four months before Sophie’s arrival, New 
York State made Castle Garden an emigrant depot, this time to welcome the latest foreign 
invaders to the Port of New York, the up to five thousands immigrants who arrived from Europe 
every day.9 
Before the depot opened, ships deposited passengers at many different docks around the 
city. As a result, for many of the starving and poor immigrants arriving in New York, the city of 
their dreams became a city of traps. Emigrant runners “for immigrant hotels, porters, hackmen, 
confidence men, and real estate imposters,” besieged the immigrants before they even checked in 
with the Commissioner of Emigration’s office. These “land sharks who swarmed around the 
wharves and beset every avenue leading from the docks,” swindled immigrants with exorbitant 
	  
	   14	  
fees for carting baggage, fake railroad tickets, unfair exchange rates and overpriced telegrams. In 
the worst cases, immigrant men were lured into saloons and robbed or killed. Immigrant women 
traveling alone were seduced aboard the ships or in immigrant boarding houses, and drifted into 
prostitution. The new depot was designed to put the swindlers out of business.10 
The thirteen-foot high walls surrounding Castle Garden were erected to keep immigrants 
in and runners out. In response to the threat to their livelihood, the scoundrels found an ingenious 
way to get at the immigrants. Small boats full of runners pulled alongside a barge headed to the 
port, and tried to board. When the emigration officers repelled them with guns drawn, the 
runners shouted to the terrified immigrants in their native languages that Castle Garden was a 
prison, and the officers were pirates who would rob them of everything.11 
At the pier, Sophie and her family left their baggage on the wharf and were shuttled into 
the grand rotunda of the Garden. The new Americans were stunned when they entered the hall, 
which accommodated as many as four thousand people at once. Sophie joined the line at the 
clerk’s desk, under the giant dome at the center of the hall. Karoline approached the desk, the 
oldest and hence, the head of the family. The clerk wrote down their names in a large book, as 
well as the name of the ship they came on, the number of people in their family, their ages, their 
destination, and the names of relatives they were meeting.12 
The Van Elkans followed the crowd that headed toward the baths. Simon and Gerhardt 
went with the men to the right. Sophie and Karoline brought little Marcus with them and lined up 
with the women on the left. The bathing room measured fifty by twenty feet, and was warmed by 
a fire. On both long sides of the room, running Croton water flowed through wide troughs, and 
up to fifty women on each side scrubbed themselves with soap as the water rolled over their 
submerged heads and limbs. On the two short sides of the room were large tubs that held a dozen 
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women at a time. Sophie and Karoline lifted Marcus into the tub and helped him scrub with soap, 
then washed themselves. A thorough washing was required before they could leave the depot. 
The girls and Marcus dried themselves with coarse towels on rollers, then dressed and met their 
brothers in the hall.13  
Sophie felt the mist of the fountain on her face. She smelled the fresh bread being sold by 
a boy sold in the corner. Wheat or rye bread of different sizes was five to twelve cents, cheese 
was a shilling a pound and milk was six cents a quart. Nearby, women in headscarves tied under 
their chins sat together speaking the language of their “old country,” while knitting, or mending 
clothes. One woman reached under her abundant skirt to slide some bread into the sack sewn 
inside her petticoat. Behind the women, maps of the United States hung on the walls, marking 
the railroad and steamboat routes to cities across the country.14 
The weighmaster on the wharf gave Karoline a ticket with the weight and price for the 
family’s luggage, so her father Jacob could pick it up later, once they were settled in their new 
home. The children walked out of the heavy narrow doors of the depot towards the bustle of 
Broadway on the Battery.15 
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Chapter 2.  City of Swindlers 
 
That winter New York City was buried by the worst snowstorm in two decades. Snow 
drifted up to six-feet in some spots, and the temperature fell below zero for many consecutive 
days. For months, New Yorkers navigated the ash carts and boxes frozen into heaps of black 
snow. In some spots the pavement on Broadway sunk into holes, big enough to swallow a wagon, 
which quickly filled up with manure, coal ash and straw. Dead horses lay frozen on the street for 
a week before the offal contractor for the city collected the carcass. The narrower streets were 
clogged with piles of snow, and puddled with the runoff from overflowing privies.1 
On the days when the snow finally melted, every house and building had “a cesspool at 
its front door.” Then the mud and garbage froze over again making the streets treacherous. Many 
gas street lamps went unlit in the streets of the poorer wards. Drivers cursed the street and their 
horses. Male pedestrians wore India-rubber boots and plodded a path for the ladies, who stepped 
in the footprints and waded through snow that was knee-deep. When the city started to thaw in 
March, the iron wheels of wagons, carts and omnibuses clanged on cobblestones again. Men and 
women at carts and wagons shouted out the items for sale: tin, crockery, baskets, gloves, 
stockings, knives, spectacles, and shoe blacking. Newsboys and newsgirls stood on the corners, 
barefoot and ragged, crying out the day’s most shocking headlines. Patterers, little girls in 
tattered clothes, sold hot corn, fruit, toothpicks, candy or flowers on the street. Barefoot 
ragamuffin girls with dirty faces swept street crossings with shoddy brooms for a penny. They 
were considered the city’s only reliable street cleaning crew.  
Newspaper editorials questioned what Ebling, the Commissioner of Sanitation and 
Streets, had done with the $250,000 in funds budgeted to the clear the streets. One headline read, 
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“The Beautiful Metropolis of the Western World Under a Compost Heap.” The same day as this 
headline appeared, Ebling faced his second trial for bribery and corruption, after he was indicted 
along with nine other city officials or ex-city officials. Ebling’s first trial resulted in a hung jury 
and a newspaper editorial at the time accused him of jury tampering. On the third day of the 
second trial, the prosecutor mysteriously dropped the charges against all the officials because, he 
said, the evidence was weaker than he had thought.2 
Corruption was only part of the reason that municipal agencies were so unreliable. The 
primary reason was that they just could not keep up with the pace of the city’s growth. By 1855 
New York’s population had mushroomed from 33,000 to 370,000 in fifty-five years. More than 
half the population was foreign born since the industrial economy required a constant stream of 
laborers to keep pace. Landlords accommodated new arrivals by cramming tens of thousands of 
families into windowless, airless, two-room, tenement apartments. Many other immigrants lived 
on the outskirts of the city in shanties built “from bits of wood, twigs, barrel staves, old pipes, 
and tin cans hammered flat.” The crowding increased the danger of disease, and mortality rates 
were high. Just a year before Sophie arrived in New York, hundreds were stricken with cholera, 
some of them suffering violent attacks in the streets. Half of those who developed the disease, 
mostly poor immigrants, died.3  
 Criminals emigrated alongside the cheap labor force, and the influx strained the city’s 
resources and bred a wave of poverty and crime. One Monday morning, shortly after Sophie’s 
arrival, a single city newspaper chronicled: “two cases of assault and battery, a forgery, two 
suicides, the poisoning of a family, a suspected arson, a murder trial, a stabbing, an $1800 
swindle, and three aldermen indicted for bribery.” From 1847 to 1852 alone, personal crime 
convictions in the city increased by 129 percent. By 1854, the number of arrests for assault and 
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battery and petit larceny had more than doubled in eight years. Five out of every six New 
Yorkers arrested was foreign born. Castle Garden provided a steady supply of immigrant women 
who made up the majority of prostitutes.4  
 Minors were responsible for many of the petty crimes in the city, according to an 1854 
grand jury report. A New York Superintendent of Police reported that ten thousand street 
children lived in the city, a third of them (mostly girls) survived as thieves. A full third of New 
Yorkers, like Sophie and her siblings, were under fifteen years old. Most of the city’s children 
never went to school. The streets were their school, playground and place of work. Throughout 
the nineteenth century, thousands of children were dumped off at orphanages and almshouses 
each year. Others were simply tossed out in the street to fend for themselves when their parents 
could not or would not take care of them. Many were exploited by Fagins, so-called after the 
character in the popular 1838 Charles Dickens novel Oliver Twist. Like the fictional villain, the 
real-life characters taught street kids to pickpocket and shoplift, and kept most of the profits in 
return for the apprenticeship. The cycle would continue when the pupil became experienced 
enough to do the exploiting on the next crop of innocents.5  
Most of the children of the city had to work for their keep. Girls and boys stripped 
tobacco laid across their knees and rolled it into cigars and girls did needlework in the crowded 
tenement apartments. One sewing girl who was interviewed by a reporter, earned six cents per 
shirt, and lived in a four dollar a month apartment with her consumptive father. She had not 
eaten meat in over a year, and only ate bread with potatoes and tea. Piece workers were 
frequently cheated out of their rightful earnings, when employers refused to pay the contracted 
rate for goods.6 
The police force could not keep up with the changes either, since even the appointment of 
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officers to the force was a system of graft, where appointees owed portions of their salary to their 
superiors. This encouraged corruption as policemen made up the difference by “shaking down” 
gangs, gambling houses, brothels and saloons for bribes. The police broke into two competing 
forces by this time, the Metropolitan Force and the Municipal Force, who battled each other at 
the expense of the safety of the citizens of New York. Their brawling finally culminated in a riot, 
resulting in unification of the force in 1857.7  
Nineteenth century writers frequently described the metropolis that greeted Sophie as a 
city of “sunshine and shadow.” Their clichéd prose could be melodramatic and overdone, 
according to Burrows and Wallace, but they reacted to the real circumstances of rapidly 
transforming urban life in a place that constantly reached new, lofty heights and plummeted to 
the repugnant depths of human potential. As James D. McCabe said in Secrets of a Great City, 
“Poverty and wealth are close neighbors in New York.” The winter before Sophie’s arrival, the 
economy faltered and the city experienced “a recessionary crisis.” Many factory and shipyard 
workers were laid off.  By 1856, in the midst of the poverty, disease, suffering and crime, a small 
class of New Yorkers who weathered or benefited from the crisis, had accumulated extreme 
amounts of wealth. That year five new banks were erected on Wall Street. They were temples to 
money and power. One of them, the Bank of New York at Wall and Water streets, was an 
Elizabethan marble tower with a stone edifice of polished mica, imported from Normandy, the 
same kind used for the parliament houses of London. Duncan, Sherman and Company built a 
seven-story, Italianate palace of jersey sandstone, with a sparkling white marble staircase. A.T 
Stewart’s “Marble Palace” at Broadway and Chambers Street, the first department store in the 
world when it opened in 1846, was a monument to capitalism and consumption. Stewart 
conceived of his palace, after he benefited from the financial Panic of 1837, and realized that 
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retail was not keeping pace with industrialized economy. Now, crowds outside Stewart’s stared 
inside the store’s fifteen, imported plate-glass windows, at the chandelier that hung from the top 
of the eighty-foot high dome, and the ceiling of frescoes. Stewart’s two hundred sales clerks 
helped thousands of customers, who spent ten thousand dollars a day on the store’s lady-centric 
merchandise. At least nineteen separate departments included silks, velvets, calicos, muslins, 
laces, hosiery, furs, gloves, shawls, embroideries, carpets, and so on.8 
Stewart started a revolution when he sold goods for cash on delivery, instead of for credit, 
and at one fixed price, based on what he believed the goods were worth. Women especially 
appreciated this, since it eliminated the anxiety of having to haggle, which had been the 
indecorous, customary way to buy and sell. While women flocked to Stewart’s on Broadway’s 
“Ladies’ Mile,” also known as “pickpocket’s paradise,” scientist John Stanton Gould was asked 
by the Prison Association of New York to list the reasons for the city’s crime wave. Based on his 
research, he told them the top ten causes were: “grogshops, brothels, theaters, gambling houses 
and lotteries, bad construction and bad management of our common jails, pernicious books, 
orphanage, insanity, ignorance, want of trades, poverty [and] insufficient preventative police.” 
Another cause of criminality Gould did not list, applied to one major new class of thief, the 
professional criminal. Their primary motivation was opportunity.9 
The wealth flowing into the city produced a new breed of professional swindlers, thieves 
and con artists. Every legitimate new business opportunity offered criminals a way to profit: 
department stores had goods to shoplift, company stocks could be fraudulently issued and banks 
had vaults to crack. Consumers boastfully displayed “diamond-studded stickpins, gold pocket 
watches and hard cash,” which begged to be stolen. In 1855, robbers stole $25,000 worth of $20 
gold pieces from Merchant’s Bank, $10,000 worth of diamonds from Tiffany & Company, and a 
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forger was convicted for bilking Chemical Bank out of $16,000. These crooks modeled 
themselves after the gentlemen of the growing professional class in America. They were well-
dressed, and donned broadcloth coats, satin or velvet vests, and jewelry. They also had 
professional standards and considered it important to innovate and develop a mastery of the skills 
of their professions in property crime: pickpocketing, burglary, forgery, and shoplifting, among 
others. Hartsfield describes that these criminals’ sense of elite professionalism was such that they 
developed “empathic impressions of” policemen and businessmen, despite having done illicit 
business with and having worked in opposition to both groups.10 
They may lack formal training, a license and a professional commitment to clients, 
but like members of the stabilizing occupational groups of the period, they are 
anxious to cast themselves in professional terms. Time and again, they refer to 
themselves as “professionals”… They have character. By way of accentuating 
their professionalism, they arrange their lives into consciously separated and 
sequentially ordered stages … [they] understand themselves as careerists.11 
 
A newspaper noted that many of these professional criminals were less than twenty years 
old. The reporter described New York Detective Police Sergeant Lefferts’ new initiative to 
combat these shrewd repeat offenders. He took daguerreotype portraits of the criminals arrested, 
and displayed them in a gallery at headquarters. This gallery became the Metropolitan Police 
Department’s famous “Rogues’ Gallery,” which would soon exhibit the portrait of young girl 
pickpocket from an extraordinary family.12 
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Chapter 3.  “Facts Concerning a Remarkable Family” 
 
The most interesting story of Sophie’s birth comes from a famous criminal lawyer, 
Colonel William F. Howe, who knew her during her prime. He seems confident that she was 
“rocked in a stone cradle,” which is the criminal parlance for being born in prison. Everyone who 
knew Sophie Lyons, or knew of her, agreed that she was what one Chief of Police called a “thief 
from the cradle.” No record of Sophie’s life was found prior to her trip to America aboard the 
Von Stein. We do know, however, that like most practitioners of the age-old craft of 
pickpocketing, she came from a family of thieves. Sophie, Karoline, Simon, Gerhardt and 
Marcus reunited with Jake and Baby Mary, and settled into their new home in a tenement 
apartment on Carmine Street in Greenwich Village. Jake introduced the children to their new 
stepmother, Mary Levy, a German immigrant who was known to local police as a shoplifter. No 
record exists of an official marriage between Jake and Mary, which was typical for those on the 
wrong side of the legal divide, who generally avoided contact with the authorities of any sort. 
For many, becoming part of the public record of the day was always bad news: an arrest, trial or 
incarceration. But, whether Mary’s title was legal or not, she became stepmother to Jake’s six 
children. 1 
The family name became Americanized to Elkins. Although Jake at times reported to the 
authorities that he was a merchant or a cigar maker, in reality he was a fence –a receiver of stolen 
goods— who ran a store on Eldridge Street, on the Lower East Side. New York City’s divided 
police force had many encounters with the Elkins tribe. During an early confrontation, Officers 
Woodbridge and Jourdan acted on a tip that Jake was selling goods at far below cost, caught him 
peddling piles of shawls and other fabrics and dragged him to the Tombs. When they visited 
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Mary at home, she shouted that Jake came by the goods honestly and it was nobody’s business 
how low his price was, or if he threw the goods away. The officers speculated that the fabrics 
were the “proceeds of a burglary upon some country store.” Jake and Mary reportedly spent 
many years in and out of jails and prisons for shoplifting and selling stolen goods. 2 
Sophie was raised among New York’s criminal underworld whose roster included, Abe 
Greenthal, the general of the “Sheeny Mob” of pickpockets and most importantly, Fredericka 
“Marm” Mandelbaum, the “Queen of Fences.” A German immigrant, she would amass an 
estimated $1,000,000 from dealing in stolen goods as the mastermind of an organized crime 
empire. Marm’ considered Jake her “pet” and would later be instrumental in Sophie’s criminal 
education.3 
Police officers noticed that Jacob and Mary were living off their children’s pickpocketing. 
“All during my early childhood, I did little but steal, and was never sent to school,” Sophie wrote 
in her 1913 autobiography. She learned to read and write at age twenty-five, probably in prison, 
the way many criminals learned. Jake and Mary saw no use in a formal education for their six 
children. Public school taught the values of honesty, hard work, personal property rights and 
respect for authority. These values conflicted with the underworld code Jake and Mary lived by: 
A mark is nothing but a pocket, and what is in his pocket is yours to take. Do not fear the 
“authorities,” they can be “fixed” or bought-off. Officials are more crooked than the worst 
criminal. Do not ever rat on a fellow thief. Sophie would write many years later, “I was told that 
money was the really valuable thing to possess, and that the successful men and women were 
those who could take pocketbooks.”4 
She was taught to steal by her stepmother. Mary first trained Sophie to steal apples or 
taffy from shops or carts, and then stuff them in the hidden pockets sewn into her dress, which 
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was a trick of the “lifting” trade. Once Sophie could “lift,” Mary gave her a sharp little knife to 
slit open pockets, purses and shopping bags. The child practiced, over and over, snatching the 
same wallets and loose money from her stepmother’s pockets and bags, in order to achieve the 
highly developed sense of touch one needed to become a hook. Mary petted Sophie’s curly head, 
gave her candy, and called her a “good girl.”5 
“The only duty I knew in those days was to steal, and never stop stealing,” Sophie said. 
But there were days when she could not resist being a kid. One day she was out picking pockets, 
and stopped to look at a baby doll in a store window. Like any little girl, she longed to caress and 
cuddle the doll. Unlike most other children, she had stolen a pocketbook, so she was able to buy 
herself the toy. She blissfully played for hours, until she remembered her duty -- she needed to 
steal three pocketbooks a day, the quota Mary demanded she meet.6 
Sophie knew what to expect when she went home. Mary jabbed pins into the little girl’s 
arms if she had not met her quota. If pins were not handy, Mary stomped on the child’s toes, 
pulled her hair or gave her a bruising pinch. That night, when Sophie asked to be let into the 
family’s apartment, she did not have enough pocketbooks to satisfy her stepmother. Mary 
punched and kicked Sophie, and flung her by her hair out into the street. Sophie slept on the 
street that night. Later she would say, “a mother’s kiss was never known to me, a loving 
mother’s caress was never for me. Many a night the cold flags of New York were my pillow, as I 
gazed up at the canopy of glittering stars I wondered if there were any cruel mothers up there.”7 
Although Sophie often recounted her stepmother’s cruelty, her father also abused her and 
forced her to steal. A patrolman described seeing a nervous, young Sophie flitting through the 
crowd in front of the Bowery Theater. He observed Jake, a tall, gaunt man with a cane, standing 
on the steps and watching over his daughter. Jake would “angrily rap” his cane on the ground to 
	  
	   28	  
get her attention and glare at her menacingly while she worked. At the Elkins family apartment 
one day, Sophie told her father that some neighborhood playmates said it was wrong to steal. 
Jake, who was tending the stove, answered his daughter by burning her arm with a hot-poker.8 
In later years, when Jake was charged with theft, and he claimed that it was his first 
offence, the judge exploded at him:   
“Why, you’re the worst man I ever knew. No little girl ever got into your clutches 
but she became a pickpocket and a prostitute; no boy ever was in your care but he 
became a jailbird. You’ve educated your children as thieves, and got them all into 
the penitentiary or State’s prison.” 9 
 
Given no alternative, Sophie stole everyday. She claimed there were days when she stole 
as much as a hundred dollars, at a time when the average policeman in the City earned $600 per 
year. Even if Sophie exaggerated her earnings, her family’s illicit income made them 
significantly better off than their fellow immigrants. When New York Times calculated how a 
family of four would live on $600 per year, they estimated that $100 must be spent on rent 
(many of the tenement owners charged between $3 and $13 per month for an apartment). After 
$273 for food, and another $180-plus for clothing, cooking fuel, lights and routine medical bills, 
there was not much left for an emergency. If Mary Elkins or her daughters had been seamstresses 
working out of their New York tenement, they would have had to pay a one-dollar deposit for 
fabric and earned pennies per shirt from their swindling boss. Immigrant woman in New York 
were actually paid no more than “American farm girls, who at least had the advantage of being 
able to leave their jobs and return to their country homes.” The streets were Sophie’s makeshift 
home.10 
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Chapter 4.  “Beware of Pickpockets!” 
 
The sign “Beware of Pickpockets!” was prominently displayed on the omnibus that 
Sophie and her stepmother Mary rode one summer Sunday around 1856. They passed the 
maritime businesses that surrounded the waterfront for blocks: ship plumbers, fish houses, 
counting houses, sail makers, rigging shops, oar sellers, shipping offices, groceries, sailor's flop 
houses, warehouses, cheap food shacks. Sophie and Mary came to catch one of the six ferries 
that left every hour on Sundays and crossed the Hudson River to places like Elysian Fields in 
Hoboken. The New York Herald described the ferry ride to Hoboken as, “How New York 
Breathes on Sunday.” 1 
Sophie waited on the decrepit pier, as the sun glimmered through the forest of grey and 
white masts in the harbor. During the week thousands of longshoremen unloaded from ships 
cargoes of woolen clothes, silk, sugar, coffee, tea, and rum. Then they loaded the ships back up 
again with cotton, tobacco, flour, lumber and lard. The waterfront was quieter on Sundays, when 
most New Yorkers were forced by law to stop work, but the dilapidated docks were still 
crowded. Criminals did not follow the Sunday laws and mixed in to work the crowds of sailors, 
and recreation seekers. 2 
On the waterfront, pilings wobbled, rotting piers crumbled and sometimes plunged 
people and cargo into the river. The harbor breeze carried the stench from puddles of sewage and 
clumps of garbage and debris that swarmed with flies and lapped at the disintegrating wharves. 
Most of New York’s docks were in ramshackle condition because the deferred repair of the 
wharves kept prices low and helped keep the Port’s business the most lucrative in the country. In 
1854, a bridge supported by chains gave way at the Barclay Street ferry and the bridge sunk 
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rapidly, as six hundred people were dumped into the river and flailed around or clung to the 
bridge while several drowned, with the ferry and safety only feet away. 3 
While the docks were structurally dangerous, they also attracted a dangerous element, 
especially at night, when there were no lights and no police around. River pirates trolled the 
wharves scavenging cargo from ships. Women in dives lured sailors to deserted docks where an 
accomplice hit the sailor on the head with a black jack, riffled through his pockets and dumped 
him in the river, where he either revived or drowned. The waterfront was the end of the line for 
prostitutes who would quickly slide their way down from brothels, to bars to the street. They 
would succumb “to liquor, drugs, disease or [the] elements.” Some would eventually end up in 
the river, after being pushed by a trick or pimp, or having fallen in a drunken stupor, or they 
simply jumped to end their misery and degradation.4 
Hordes of unsupervised kids idled on the docks, where no one paid them any mind as 
long as they stayed out of the way. Gangs of girls looted tea, sugar and coffee from the piers and 
sold them to women street merchants. “Loafers” drank rum and lolled out of sight of the 
wharfinger, the manager of the wharf, who would run the drunks off when he saw them. Young 
vagabonds in greasy suits that reeked of tobacco and booze, stumbled out of groggeries, and 
carted boxes of cigars, bottles of alcohol, and “indecent books” hidden inside filthy 
handkerchiefs to and from ships on the pier. 5 
While Sophie waited and watched the pleasure-seekers, tramps, sailors, and criminals, 
she practiced an important skill for pickpockets, patience. She learned that patience gave her 
time to size up a crowd. She learned to observe small details, tells, that betrayed whether or not a 
person had something worth stealing. The way people moved, dressed, spoke and handled money, 
told a story. Older men are less risky to rob than young men, who can make chase. Sometimes a 
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man’s wallet is visibly protruding through their clothes, especially on payday. Sophie noticed the 
weight and quality of the fabric a man or woman wore, how they carried themselves, and the 
color of the backs of their necks. A silk handkerchief in a breast pocket, a stickpin on a coat, a 
watch chain dangling from a vest pocket or any rings she could slide right off a mark’s finger, 
did not escape Sophie’s notice. 6 
A crowd, especially one in motion, made Sophie’s job easier. A moving crowd was 
called a “push,” because people in the crowd expected to be pressed, pushed and jostled. The 
bottleneck created when passengers boarded and got off the ferry gave Sophie a chance to sidle 
up to her target. She could “fan” her mark – run a hand over the front and back of his body 
within seconds, and locate a wallet or valuables – without him or ever knowing. Another 
advantage to a moving crowd is that the mark did half the work. Sophie just needed to gently lift 
a wallet with two fingers, and the victim’s forward motion pulled the wallet out of his or her own 
pocket.7 
A tool like Sophie had to look good enough to be above suspicion, but not so good that 
they stood out in a crowd, so Mary paid attention to the child’s pinafore dresses. New York’s 
mid-century tenement dwellers bathed and washed their clothes infrequently despite the dirt, 
horse manure and open sewage they trudged through. Mary made sure that Sophie’s dresses were 
cleaned and changed often, so no one would suspect that the she was a thief. She would not be 
taken for a street “Arab”, like the rest of the urchins who preyed on fellow New Yorkers. This 
polished countenance gave “Pretty Sophie” a bearing of confidence and regality, which she 
carried throughout her life, and used to her advantage.8 
Sophie had watery gray eyes, an oval face and long, curly, brown hair. Her rosebud 
mouth turned down at the corners, and might have given her a melancholic expression, but for 
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the glimmer of spirit in her eyes. She looked perfectly innocent as she practiced patience again 
during the fifteen-minute ferry ride, surrounded by families armed with picnic baskets and 
teakettles; men in hats and jackets, women in dresses and hats, girls wearing braids, and boys in 
caps.9 
As New York Harbor receded on the horizon, the hats and hair of passengers blew across 
their faces in the Hudson breeze. The ferry ride could be harrowing. Near misses were a common 
occurrence as side-wheelers, two-ton steamboats, towboats, tugboats, ferries, sloops, clippers, 
sailboats, yachts, lighters, frigates, brigs, barks and schooners all fought for the right-of-way in 
the Hudson River, where river traffic, like street traffic, was unregulated. The Barclay Street 
ferry had recently plowed through a canal boat. 10 
After the tense crossing, when it was time to go ashore, Sophie’s opportunities to steal 
doubled, as one set of passengers squeezed out of the ferry gate and pushed through the crowd 
that was waiting to board and head back to New York. One writer said of pickpockets, “No place 
or occasion is so sacred as to inspire them with reverence.” Events or amusements, like a funeral 
or a merry-go-round, were favorite haunts of pickpockets, since the excited or distracted 
members of a group were vulnerable prey. Mary and Sophie headed for the merry-go-round. 11 
Elysian Fields, named after the plain in Greek mythology that Homer proclaimed is 
where “life is easiest for men,” had been a popular promenade since the 1830s, twenty years 
before the first portion of Central Park opened to the public. Visitors explored the man-made 
rock cavern, Sybil’s Cave, where one could buy a glass of pure spring water for a penny and 
ascended a 100-foot tall observation tower. Elysian Fields was the site of the first organized 
baseball game in America in 1846, and the pastime became the park’s focus by 1856, while other 
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amusements were neglected, except for waltzing on the grass and a merry-go-round in the 
pavilion, which still drew a crowd.12 
Women in silk and muslin and men in summer wool strolled by the gardens, the river, 
rocks, fields, and woods. Handsome wooden horses galloped up and down and whirled by 
Sophie. People chewed roasted peanuts and sang along as an organ grinder wheezed tune after 
tune, like the popular Katy-Did Song.  
But never fear me gentle one, 
nor waste a thought or tear, 
lest I should whisper what I heard in any mortal ear.  
I only sport among the boughs, and like a spirit hid.  
I think on what I saw and heard and laugh out “Katy did.”  
Kate you did, you know, you know you did.13 
 
Mary could afford the pennies it cost to ride the merry-go-round, but Sophie knew that 
her stepmother was not interested in any child’s foolery. While Mary observed from a distance, 
Sophie scanned the crowd for the most inattentive and accessible targets. She chose her mark, a 
woman, probably one who watched a son or daughter on the ride, then cut the lady’s cloth bag in 
rhythm with the merry-go-round and slipped her tiny hand in so the woman could not feel it, just 
as she had practiced on Mary. Sophie pulled out a pocketbook and slid it into her false dress 
pocket.14 
Immediately after a touch, Sophie floated the pocketbook over to Mary, as she always did 
after a haul. Sophie knew her stepmother would pet and kiss her head. Maybe it would be safe to 
ask for a ride. Her thoughts were interrupted when a large hand wrapped around her wrist. She 
turned to meet a wall of blue. Slowly he lowered his bulk until his eyes were level with the 
trembling child. The policeman pulled the purse out of her pocket, held it in front of her face and 
asked her what she was doing. Sophie expected her chameleon of a mother to appear, as she 
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always did when it was time to collect the spoils. Instead she glimpsed Mary slither away 
through the crowd. Then Mary disappeared. All alone now, Sophie told the truth when asked 
what she was doing. “Picking pockets,” she said, her bottom lip quivering. When Sophie was 
asked her how many purses she had taken she said, “I don’t know; I gave them all to my 
mama.”15 
The officer swooped Sophie up into his arms, and carried her the entire way to jail. She 
spent several days there, where she said, she was happy. The officers let her play and gave her 
candy. According to Sophie, Mary bribed law enforcement to obtain her stepdaughter’s release. 
A woman Sophie did not know came to the jail and returned her to her parents. At home the 
child instantly felt the tension caused by the loss of her labors and she was sent out to make up 
for lost time.16 
Criminals considered arrests part of the cost of doing business, but Sophie considered it a 
welcome breather from her family responsibilities. She was arrested many more times as a child, 
and for her it was the only way to temporarily escape her servitude and to actually enjoy a morsel 
of her childhood. The policemen let her play, gave her candy and did not beat her. Sophie 
admitted that, “More than once when I would dread going home I would have myself arrested by 
stealing so a policeman could see me do it. But it didn't help me much, for my stepmother never 
failed to get me out of jail within a few days after my arrest.”17 
Sophie used party tricks to charm her hosts. While waiting in a precinct with her 
stepmother, she offered to pick Mary’s pocket for the attending Sergeant. As she had practiced 
hundreds of times before, the imp deftly produced Mary’s wallet and handed it to the shocked 
and impressed officer. Sophie also mastered the trick of crying on cue so that so despite her 
arrests, her victims and wardens could not bring themselves to prosecute a blubbering little doll. 
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It was also beyond the comprehension of most people in nineteenth-century New York, that such 
a pretty, little girl could be such a skilled and cunning criminal.  
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Chapter 5.  House of Refuge 
 
Then one day in 1859 a patrolman named Sergeant Jourdan decided to investigate the 
increase in complaints of pickpocketing at Barnum’s American Museum on Ana Street and 
Broadway, the eighteen-year-old museum that was created by entrepreneur and “master of 
humbug,” Phineas T. Barnum. His museum featured an assortment of freaks, hoaxes, exotic 
animals and performances. For twenty-five cents visitors could see the “Giant Baby,” a supposed 
two hundred thirty-seven pound seven-year-old; the “What is it? Man-Monkey,” a “Living 
Skeleton,” a black albino family, a sea lion and “Monster Snakes.” Barnum fleeced the attendees 
on the way into the museum and pickpockets fleeced them on the way out. Sergeant Jourdan 
arrested twelve-year-old Sophie and her partner, a twelve-year-old knucksman named Tommy 
Stacks. Stepmother Mary was in and out of prison, so Sophie teamed up with other child 
pickpockets, like sixteen-year-old “Jersey Jimmy” Johnson, his accomplice Blinky Riley and 
“Red Kate” Gorman, all of whom would have long criminal careers. After the judge sentenced 
Sophie to the House of Refuge, she told him with bravado, that she would not be there long, 
since her parents knew which corrupt officials to pay, in order to secure her release.1 
The House of Refuge was the nation’s first juvenile reformatory. It was created in 1825 
to deal with the city’s increasing population of juvenile delinquents, vagrants and orphans. 
Located on Randall’s Island, the reformatory’s neighbors included an “Idiot Asylum,” 
homeopathic hospital, “Inebriate Asylum,” and the city’s asylum for the insane. The House of 
Refuge officials believed that industry and instruction would instill discipline and self-control 
into the city’s lost children.2 
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When Sophie arrived at the House of Refuge, she was stripped, washed, her hair was cut 
and she was given a uniform. She lived in a windowless five-by-eight cell. For eight hours a day, 
boys made shoes, cane chairs or brass nails and girls cleaned, sewed and cooked. For four hours 
a day they attended school, which included moral instruction as well as “basic literacy skills.” 
They received religious instruction on Sundays.3 
The children were not fed properly or enough. Nearly one hundred boys developed 
ptomaine poisoning when they were fed rotten corned beef. They were not properly clothed, 
either; their hands and feet froze in the winter. Hairbrushes, soap and towels were scarce. 
Sleeping quarters were cold and reeked of the “night buckets” the children used as a latrine. 
Outside contractors became rich off of the reformatory, while the children received only one cent 
per hour for their work. Severe floggings for disobedience or laziness were a daily routine. One 
employee testified that he had seen boys so severely punished for not finishing a task “that the 
blood ran down their boots.” One of those accused of harsh treatment was Superintendent Israel 
C. Jones, who would serve at the House of Refuge for forty-one years. He denied all allegations 
that the reformatory abused children.4 
Children at the House of Refuge were classified from one to four. Class Four children 
were "vicious, bad or wicked" and they were accorded the fewest privileges. Sophie was a Class 
Three, which meant that officials believed that she was immoral in her conduct, but not yet 
irredeemable. Her record mentions that, “Rumors say that the mother lived off the depredations 
of her children on the public. This we know nothing of, but there seems something mysterious in 
the case; the child is very quick, nervous and precocious and needs training in a steady way.” 5 
Decades later she would still remember her time at the House of Refuge and the kindness 
of Superintendent Jones. She recalled how Jones brought her to his office to play with his two 
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daughters. Sophie said the Jones girls were kind to her too. Jones told his daughters that it was 
not Sophie’s fault that she “did wrong." Her mother made her steal.6 
Mary applied for Sophie’s release twice and was denied. News reports claimed that Mary 
had offered two hundred dollars to anyone who could have her daughter released from the 
reformatory. Twenty-two of the thirty-three children whose records appear on the same ledger 
page as Sophie were released into indentured servitude, most because they were orphans. A year 
and a half after she was sentenced, Sophie was turned over to her stepmother Mary.7 
Sophie matured into a young woman, confident in her skill as a touch, which by all 
accounts was remarkable. She also grew brazen, since her youth, pretty face and ability to feign 
innocence meant that when she was caught stealing, she was usually set free. Just six months 
after her release from the House of Refuge, however, her audacity landed the fourteen-year-old 
before the Court of General Sessions in New York City on June 28, 1861. A reporter for The 
New York Herald described her as a beautifully dressed, refined young lady who looked so 
youthful and innocent, that it would be hard to get a jury to convict her of anything. Except that 
the evidence against her was overwhelming. She had been caught with her hand in the purse of a 
Mrs. Cadmus at Stewart’s department store. 8 
Mrs. Cadmus was first inclined to release lovely Sophie with just a reprimand about the 
evils of stealing, but she thought twice before letting go of Sophie’s arm and held onto the 
squirming teenager until the police arrived. The thief had sixty dollars on her, no doubt the 
proceeds of that day’s work and six times the average New Yorker’s weekly wage.9 
In an uncharacteristic display for most street thieves, much less a child, Sophie had at 
least six attorneys to defend her before the court. It was no doubt a worthy expense in the minds 
of Mary and Jake, in order to secure the release of their child commodity. Unfortunately, the 
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phalanx of lawyers could not convince the jurors that Sophie was innocent and they found her 
guilty of grand larceny. During her sentencing, the managers of the House of Refuge refused to 
take her in again. Sophie was no longer the redeemable twelve-year-old Superintendent Jones 
said was blameless for her crimes. The reformatory officials feared she would “contaminate” the 
other inmates, given her corrupt nature.10 
In response to a plea from New York City’s prosecuting attorney based on the increase in 
pickpocketing cases, the State Legislature had recently passed a law that made the theft of money 
from a person, even if it was only one dollar, grand larceny, which carried a sentence of two to 
five years in prison. So the judge sentenced Sophie to two years in state prison. Astonishingly, 
after the judge had sentenced her to serve her first stint in prison, she remained self-assured. As 
she was being removed from the court, the girl looked directly at the judge and coolly informed 
him that she would be out very soon. 11 
While she waited to be shipped off to prison, Sophie was held in the notorious Tombs jail 
in Manhattan. The female department of the Tombs formed a wing off of the male prison and 
had two separate floors. The first floor was for inebriates and was always full. A reporter 
described the women in this ward as having black eyes and swollen faces. They ranged in age 
from twenty to fifty-years-old. Some of them smoked pipes. Women who were still drunk were 
confined in separate cells until they were fit to join the rest of the inmates, then they roamed 
freely during the daytime, in a large apartment that led into an open-air courtyard. On the next 
floor there were about thirty women awaiting trial. They were permitted to keep their cell doors 
open and walked the corridors. Unfortunately for Sophie, all of the juvenile females were 
crammed into one cell. A reporter at the Tombs around the time Sophie was there, did not say 
how many girls were crammed into one cell, but he described it as, “an arrangement which can 
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only tend to demoralize and corrupt the well-disposed and harden the [vulnerable].” Sophie’s 
stepmother and sister were also confined at the Tombs at the same time, as were her father and 
brothers. Each member of the family was being held for separate crimes. Soon Jake would 
reportedly become a bounty jumper in the Civil War. He enlisted with a regiment in the Union 
Army, collected the bounty of up to $300 paid to new volunteers and would desert his regiment. 
Then he’d find another regiment and repeat the process.12 
The massive Egyptian-style columns of The Tombs loomed over the petite prisoner as 
she was led down the granite staircase, handcuffed to other women who were also being “sent up 
the river.” A deputy sheriff escorted them to a police carriage and hustled the group inside. The 
driver plied his whip and the horses started up Centre Street towards the Hudson Railroad Depot 
to catch the train to Ossining, New York, where fourteen-year-old Sophie would begin her 
sentence at the Female Department of Sing Sing State Prison. She would join thirty-year-old 
Henrietta Robinson the smirking “Veiled Murderess,” a practitioner of the “black arts” who 
murdered a neighbor and his sister-in-law by putting arsenic in their beer; twenty-three year-old 
Sarah Littles who plotted with her brother to bludgeon her husband to death; Moll Hodges, age 
unknown, who operated a “panel game” where she used a thirteen-year-old-girl to lure men into 
a saloon for drinks, where their pockets were picked through a moveable panel in the wall; Sally 
Miller, whose age is unknown, would use her three-hundred-and-sixty-five pound weight to hold 
victims down while an accomplice robbed them; and thirty-seven-year-old Polly Frisch, who 
poisoned her former husband and two daughters with arsenic. Like Sophie, most of the other one 
hundred and thirty-two female inmates were convicted of property crimes. Prison would become 
for Sophie what it was for many juvenile criminals and what the New York State Prison 
Association called, “a nursery of vice” and “a preparatory school where the young may learn, at 
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public expense, the same employments which have brought their predecessors to the State Prison 
and the gallows.” Years later Sophie would look back on her youth spent only in the company of 
criminals and say, “I did not know it was wrong to steal; nobody ever taught me that.” Her sister 
added, “How can I be anything else than a thief? You know my parents, and what sort of raising 
I’ve had. It’s only funny I ain’t worse.” 13 
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Beating the Game — She didn't stand a show — the cards were stacked against 
her at birth. She entered life by a crooked path. Her mother was a receiver of 
stolen goods. Their home was a thieves' meeting place. She played on the 
sidewalks of an unspeakable street. When she was old enough, they sent her out 
as a shoplifter and in time she married a cracksman. Nobody ever more strongly 
vindicated the theory that criminals are born, not made. But you folks who are 
cock-sure that it's so may prepare for a jolt on the solar plexus of that particular 
conviction. Sophie Lyons beat the game. She bucked the odds and won — 
triumphed over environment, ancestry and rearing — turned the past into a 
doormat, wiped the mud off her feet and took the clean, straight road. Her talents, 
legitimately directed, made her a rich woman. Remarried, she established herself 
in business and accumulated a fortune. Now she is building a wonderful home for 
wayward girls. What’s that — unfair to dig into her record at this late day? Why, 
bless you, she’s been telling all about it herself. Sophie Lyons isn’t ashamed to 
acknowledge what she is. A wrong start doesn’t count when you finish right. 1 
— Herbert Kaufman,  Publisher of McClure’s Magazine  
 
She’s put it over on you again, she has brains in her head. Yours are full of mush. 
Damn her! She’s the most dangerous woman in the world! 2 
— Thomas Byrnes, former Inspector of Police and Chief of 
Detective, New York City  
 
Nothing that woman could ever do would astonish me, I take my hat off to Sophie 
Lyons. 3 
— James Dunn, Detective Bureau, Police Department of the 
City of New York  
 
 
Stories of repentant rogues have fascinated us since the fifteenth century, when chaplains 
reported on the lives and crimes of inmates at London’s Newgate prison, according to Lincoln 
Faller in Crime and Defoe. By the early nineteenth century, several well-known criminals like 
Sophie Lyons had published popular autobiographies that chronicled their crimes and 
reformation. Sophie’s male contemporaries who had published autobiographies, like forger 
George Bidwell, bank robber Langdon Moore and burglar George White, were the subjects of 
scholarship on criminal narratives and professional crime written by Professor David Ray Papke. 
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Safecracker and bank robber Adam Worth, and pickpocket George Appo, two more men who 
operated around the same time as Sophie, are the subjects of recent biographies. Owen Kildaire’s 
autobiography of gangster life and rehabilitation became the basis for a play and the 1915 silent 
film The Regeneration, which is credited as the first gangster film. Sophie Lyons is mentioned in 
most books about the underworld in old New York and there are a few pages or paragraphs about 
her in many anthologies about swindlers, criminals and offbeat characters. Yet no one has ever 
written Sophie’s biography. Historians and biographers have neglected the complex, rich, and 
fascinating history of her life.4 
When one writes a biography, the first questions asked by publishers, editors, agents and 
book reviewers are: Why would we want to read about Sophie Lyons?  And why is she relevant 
now? Holub discusses a problem she encountered in her study of another influential woman 
criminal, Fredericka Marm’ Mandelbaum. I had the same problem while researching Sophie 
Lyons’s story. The major histories about crime in old New York give a passing mention to 
Sophie, perhaps a line or two, but that is all. In Herbert Ashbury’s iconic Gangs of New York, 
Marm’ merits about three and a half pages, embedded in a chapter on George Leonidas Leslie 
called, “The King of Bank Robbers.” Ashbury’s only reference to Sophie is that she is, “perhaps 
the most notorious confidence woman America has ever produced.” That statement alone begs 
for embellishment. However, Ashbury’s book is from 1924 and one should expect that more 
current urban crime histories would recognize Sophie’s contribution to the history of crime in 
nineteenth-century New York. In Luc Sante’s Low Life, the only mention of Sophie is, “con 
woman Sophie Lyons,” in the couple of pages devoted to Marm’. Ben Macintyre mentions 
Sophie several times in his biography of Adam Worth, The Napoleon of Crime, but mostly in 
reference to what she said about Worth in her autobiography. She is mentioned several times in 
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Timothy Gilfoyle’s A Pickpocket’s Tale, but once again, it reveals very little information about 
her.5 
Holub says in her work on Mandelbaum, that the existing literature about women in the 
underworld of nineteenth-century New York was more likely to portray them as victims, such as 
the books about the murders of Helen Jewett and Mary Rogers. In describing Marm’s current 
place in the history books on crime, Holub says, “she did not appear as a primary figure in any 
biographical or historical accounts of crime in the nineteenth century … all the literature I found 
presented her simply as an amusing artifact of the era ... when she appeared at all, it was as a 
curiosity, devoid of power and historical meaning.” The same could be said for the role in which 
Sophie has been cast in criminal history. Holub goes on to say, “Considering that, as my research 
suggests, women have been removed from the possibility of power within the criminal narrative, 
does this imply that are there other women who represent the kind of criminal power that 
Mandelbaum exhibited and used in the nineteenth-century?” I would argue that Sophie was a 
such a woman who has been stripped of her power and significance in criminal history.6 
In Writing a Woman’s Life, Carol G. Heilbrun explains why women as subjects of 
biography have historically been overlooked:  
When biographers come to write the life of a woman . . . they have had to struggle 
with the inevitable conflict between the destiny of being unambiguously a woman 
and the woman subject’s palpable desire, or fate, to be something else. Except 
when writing about queens, biographers of women have not … been at ease with 
their subjects – and even with queens, like Elizabeth I of England, there has been 
a tendency to see them as somewhat abnormal, monstrous. It is no wonder that 
biographers have largely ignored women as subjects, and that critics of biography 
have written as though men were the only possible subjects. 7 
 
  As I have written earlier in this thesis, Sophie worked beside the top male and female 
criminals of her day. Learner says that defining a woman’s contribution to “male-dominated 
society” and that woman’s status within the society, helps conceptualize women’s history. 
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Sophie also stood out for her skills, innovation, guts and intelligence. Both male and female 
colleagues, law enforcement and the media, consistently used superlatives to describe Sophie. 
She was almost universally described as the “best” in her profession. She was frequently 
described by law enforcement and the media as the “worst” woman, person, mother, etc. It seems 
that while she was alive, Sophie never let anyone forget her place in the history of crime. But 
after she died in 1924, historians minimized her accomplishments by exclusion and relegated 
Sophie to a supporting role in the history of crime, as Holub says, she’s “been removed from the 
possibility power in the criminal narrative,” and cast as “an amusing artifact.”8 
 Beyond Sophie’s achievements in the underworld, she lived a life that reads like a 
fantastical piece of fiction. Heilbrun says that, “Women’s talk [I would add achievements here as 
well] will be harmless as long as it’s considered trivial compared to men’s.” While Lerner 
cautions that the history of a “deviant” women does not tell us much about the rest of the women 
in that society, I would argue that given Sophie’s unique childhood and inventive approach to 
crafting a life wholly outside of both the law and society’s rules for women of her time, 
examining the history of New York City in the nineteenth century through her life story can 
provide insight into many themes of urban life including: immigrant life, poverty, income 
inequality, gender expectations, women in power in the underworld, the rise of professional 
criminals in America and the opportunities this created for women entrepreneurs, criminal 
narratives in the progressive era, criminal reform and the children of criminals. 9 
 Susan Ware lists some important questions that arise when writing a women’s biography, 
in her article, Writing Women's Lives: One Historian's Perspective”: 
How did particular women arrange their lives to be able to excel in a public realm 
usually reserved for men? What choices and decisions did they make along the 
way, and what obstacles did they face and overcome? Did these women combine 
traditional familial roles with their public careers—the proverbial challenge of 
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“having it all”— or did they escape such responsibilities by remaining single, 
either by choice or necessity? What support structures and other networks did 
women have?10 
 
These questions are at the core of Sophie’s success as a criminal and offer of an example 
of the insight we can gain from her story about marriage and motherhood for criminal women in 
the nineteenth century. Earlier in this thesis, I wrote that Sophie flouted society’s conventions of 
womanhood and motherhood. I believe that she did this because she was more concerned with 
exercising her power as a professional criminal and with having a voice (from a very young age, 
she spoke out frequently in court and in the press), than she was with living a conventional life. 
She was raised to be a criminal and her skill afforded her agency through her profession, and 
power and freedom that would have been hard to achieve in the legitimate business world as a 
woman. Unfortunately, Sophie’s children suffered tremendously because of her criminal life. In 
1880 Sophie dragged her fourteen-year-old son George into Essex Market Police Court. She 
appealed to the judge to commit her son to The Catholic Protectory in Westchester, because he 
was disobedient, didn’t attend school, stayed out all night, kept bad company and held a carving 
knife to his boss’ throat. George pronounced his mother a thief, said she was living with two 
husbands and that she just wanted to get rid of him, like she had done many times before. In 
front of the courtroom, Sophie struck the boy across the face. The judge committed him to the 
House of Refuge, even though Sophie begged him to send the boy to a place where he would be 
educated and raised right. She was prepared to pay five years tuition and board in advance. She 
knew from experience that the House of Refuge was “too bad a place!” The magistrate replied, 
“...he is too bad a boy.” George’s sobs from his holding cell reverberated through the courthouse 
as he cried bitterly, “mother, mother, mother!” Later a guard found the boy had tied a kerchief to 
his neck, around a cell bar and was trying to strangle himself. A year later George was caught 
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robbing houses and was admitted to the Reformatory in Elmira, where his keepers pronounced 
him, “thoroughly criminal and devoid of moral susceptibility, though intellectually bright.” After 
fifty-one months he was transferred for incorrigibility, to Auburn Prison in December 1885. He 
died there two months later of typhoid fever. Criminals Joe Parish and Jim Brady, also in Auburn 
Prison at the time, offered to pay for a “first-class” funeral for him. Sophie sent wreaths to be 
placed on his grave.11	  
Sophie refers to her children often in her writing and in her comments to the media. Her 
conclusion on the question of motherhood is simply that she did better for her children than her 
parents did for her. She rationalized sending her children away. “Whatever I have done in my life 
it has been only that my children might have the advantages I never possessed — an education 
and proper training for the battle of life … my daughters were sent to the finest convents on the 
continent. My sons attended the best colleges.” When her daughter challenged Sophie’s story 
about how good a mother she was, Sophie lashed out. In 1908, her daughter, Florence Bowers, 
was destitute and sat grinding an organ for pennies on the sidewalks of Detroit with her five-
year-old daughter. Her drunken husband had blackened her eye and broken her arm. Sophie 
refused to give her any money because Florence had called her a thief and a hypocrite. The 
women addressed one another through the Detroit Free Press. Sophie said, “If that perfumed 
vagrant can prove that she is my child, after my death she is entitled to $5.75.” Sophie actually 
left Florence a $50,000 inheritance when she died in 1924.12 
 Sophie started out with a seemingly traditional love life with marriage and kids, but her 
sexual relationships became less traditional as she got older. Lender cites Kelly-Gadol’s 
approach to discovering a woman’s place in history by studying the sexual attitudes of the 
period. Sophie married a thief named Maury Harris when she was sixteen years old. Soon he 
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went away to prison for stealing and she met the famous burglar Ned Lyons. He proposed 
marriage to her less than a week after they met. Later Sophie would say she wasn’t even sure if 
she had divorced Maury, before marrying Ned. In the hopes that Sophie would settle down and 
stay at home to raise their son George, Ned used his share of a million dollar bank heist to buy 
her a farm on Long Island. Sophie couldn’t resist going back to work, packed up the baby and 
dumped him off with a nurse in the city. Five years into their marriage Ned was captured after a 
gunfight with police during a bank robbery and was sent to Auburn Prison for five years. Sophie 
reportedly enlisted the help of a lawyer and politician to get Ned transferred to Sing Sing, 
because the criminals knew it was an easier prison from which to escape. Just one year later, 
Sophie stole lace sacks and handkerchiefs from A.T. Stewart’s department store and landed 
across the road from her husband, at Sing Sing’s women’s prison, for a five-year stretch.13 
 Later, while Ned is back in Auburn prison, Sophie has an affair with Hamilton “Ham” 
Brock, owner of the saloon Star and Garter on Sixth Avenue in New York City. In October 1880, 
four months after Ned gets out of prison, he heads to Brock’s saloon intending to kill him. 
Instead, Brock shot Ned and one bullet pierced his right lung and another went through his 
cheek, shattering his jaw. Ned would be shot again less than a year later during a Connecticut 
robbery, after Brock informed the police about the job. Sophie dropped Ham after she heard 
about his betrayal.14 
 Sophie “took up” with another bank robber named Jim Brady, with whom she may have 
had more children. She and Brady traveled across Europe pulling various con jobs, with Sophie 
posing as a wealthy society woman named Madame de Varney. Around 1887 she began living 
with William Burke a jewel thief who was twelve years her junior. Burke was arrested in 
Sweden in 1911, in the company of another woman. Sophie told the Detroit Free Press that she 
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didn’t care if Burke “lavishes a little attention on other ladies occasionally,” since there was only 
one Sophie Lyons. She said that her ideas about love and devotion were very different from other 
people. When Burke was released from a Swedish prison, Sophie offered him $700 a month to 
stay out of trouble. Sophie and Burke attended Emma Goldman’s Detroit lecture on free love in 
1914. It is unknown if they ever married, but in 1908 Sophie said that, “rings and ministers don’t 
make a marriage.”15 
 Ironically, at the same time Sophie was flouting gender rules, she would make statements 
like this one:  
It is woman’s nature to need the protection and companionship of a stronger 
nature. She likes it. She likes the feeling of trust and dependence that she has in a 
strong, true man. Hers is the lot of a homemaker. The man is the natural 
breadwinner. Her truest happiness is the making and maintaining of a home for a 
loving husband and children. And it is idle to try and change a woman’s nature.16 
 
  Sophie always had a man, so the first part of her quote is believable. The statements, 
“hers is the lot of a homemaker,” and “happiness is a loving home” are clearly in conflict with 
how Sophie lived her life. Perhaps this is just a rhetorical technique used to garner favor with the 
public, or perhaps it was the fiction she told herself. Either way, women throughout history were 
supposed to devote themselves to making men or children the focus of their lives, they were not 
the ones who got the limelight. Sophie wanted to be in the limelight.  
 Another argument to support writing Sophie Lyons’ biography, is that Sophie’s life story 
offers other women an illustration of the atypical, non-conventional life of a woman. Or as 
Heilbrun states, “I wish to suggest new ways of writing the lives of women, as biographers, 
autobiographers, or, in the anticipation of living new lives, as the women themselves.” Heilbrun 
says that telling women’s stories is a “feminist undertaking,” and she uses quotes by Nancy 
Miller to “define feminist” :  
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‘to articulate a self-consciousness about women’s identity both as inherited 
cultural fact and as process of social construction’ … and to ‘protest against the 
available fiction of female becoming’ … Women lives like women’s writing have 
… a particularly ‘vulnerable relation to the culture’s central notion of 
plausibility.’ 17 
 
Sophie’s life of constant reinvention and ultimately redemption can inspire women to live 
“new lives” themselves and conversely, the absence of these women’s narratives in our culture 
and our histories, like the omission of Marm’ Mandelbaum’s history as “one of the most 
important and powerful crime organizers of her time,” and Sophie Lyons’ life story, deprives 
women and girls of imagining their own entrepreneurship amidst the “boys club,” their own 
reinvention and their own reformation. This is why Sophie and Marm’s life narratives should 
occupy their deserved spaces in criminal history.18 
 Sophie’s life also merits a biography because so much of her extraordinary life was 
documented in public records or newspapers. We know what she thinks about things and the 
details of many of her crimes. She was a woman of many contradictions, mother or rogue, 
homemaker or lover, good or bad, and her complex character is what helped her to persevere.  
The Washington Post said of Sophie, “She took pride in her work. She was one of the very 
earliest exponents of positive feminism.” A journalist who interviewed her said, “She speaks of 
the business of thievery as if it were one of the accepted professions, on a full footing with the 
law, medicine or journalism, and never misses an opportunity to dignify her occupation by the 
use of high flown terms.”19 Sophie loved to banter with journalists. Her repartee was a mixture or 
humor, egotism, empathy and melodrama: 
The ladies and gentlemen of my profession, make as much of a study of it as a 
lawyer does of his Blackstone and Kent [a legal textbook]. We are never idle, and 
like Cadeaux and Ravennes [character names of two thieves from a popular comic 
opera], we are constantly employed in devising schemes for relieving the wealthy 
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of some of their ‘heavy burdens’ and we are very charitable. There are few people, 
you know, however low morally, who do not have some redeeming quality. The 
good and the bad are pretty well mixed up in us all; and there’s many a man who 
is honest today simply because he thinks he couldn’t steal without being 
detected.20 
 
Holub was suspicious of Sophie’s reformation and said, “By the early twentieth-century, 
Sophie Lyons appears to have seen the handwriting on the wall, and decided it would be in her 
best interest to "go straight" and advertise that fact.” While this may be partly true, I believe that 
her reformation was genuine.  It seemed that the otherness Sophie endured in her life as a Jew, a 
criminal and a woman in a man’s occupation, in addition to the edge-rounding effects of old age, 
inspired empathy for those in need. She said that, “women should be educated to be woman’s 
friend. Girls should be taught to be more charitable to those of their sex who make mistakes.” 
She successfully fought an injunction brought by her neighbors, when she tried to lease one of 
her homes to help establish an African-American Maternity Hospital and Orphan Asylum. 
Sophie always remembered where she came from, which is why she willed most of her fortune 
to create a home for the children of criminals. Many prisoners received cash and gifts from 
Sophie on holidays and she wanted to open a home for unmarried mothers. A few years before 
her death, Sophie teamed up with a male ex-convict and spoke before the Michigan House 
Judiciary Committee to defeat a bill to impose the death penalty in the state. She argued that 
death was no deterrent for impulsive criminals. Ex-prisoners committed murder because of the 
brutality exacted upon them inside prisons. Despite her efforts, the bill passed.21 
Sophie Lyons was driven to succeed in the criminal world by a desire for power and a 
voice. A biography and an analysis of her life in the context of her time and place would undo 
some of the injustice caused by the absence of women like Sophie and Marm’ Mandelbaum in 
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historical narratives and biography. Sophie was a powerful woman, who succeeded in a man’s 
business, while defining what kind of woman she wanted to be. As Heilbrun says, “[biographers] 
feel unbearable discomfort in the face of ‘unwomanly’ lives.” Biographies of atypical, women 
who desire and possess power are important tools for girls and women who seek representations 
of unconventional lives of women, because “power is something that women abjure once they 
perceive the great difference between the lives possible to men and women.”22 
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